The world\u27s highest inhabited place: Aucanquilcha, Chile by Araneda, Jose
Rochester Institute of Technology 
RIT Scholar Works 
Theses 
1984 
The world's highest inhabited place: Aucanquilcha, Chile 
Jose Araneda 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.rit.edu/theses 
Recommended Citation 
Araneda, Jose, "The world's highest inhabited place: Aucanquilcha, Chile" (1984). Thesis. Rochester 
Institute of Technology. Accessed from 
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by RIT Scholar Works. It has been accepted for inclusion in 
Theses by an authorized administrator of RIT Scholar Works. For more information, please contact 
ritscholarworks@rit.edu. 




Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree
MASTER OF FINE ARTS
MFA PHOTOGRAPHY PROGRAM
SCHOOL OF PHOTOGRAPHIC ARTS AND SCIENCES










School of Photpgraphic Arts & Sciences
'/
Robert H. Johnston Ph.D
Dr. Robert Jo~ston
Dean
College of Fine & Applied Art
Rochester Institute of Technology
I, Jose Araneda, hereby grant permission to the
R.I.T. Wallace Memorial Library to reproduce my
thesis, "THE WORLD'S HIGHEST INHABITED PLACE:
AUCANQUILCHA, CHILE", in whole or in part.








By the Editor of Revista del Domingo 1
The World's Highest Inhabited Place:
Aucanquilcha, Chile 3









1 View of mining town, Camp Amincha Cdusty white
spot in center of picture) , from the foothills
of Aucanquilcha. The Chile/Bolivia border
divides the salt lake and the volcano.





6 Just a couple of miles from the Bolivian border,
11,800 ft., is Ollague, the last Chilean
outpost. In the background, Aucanquilcha.
7 Houses in Ollague, a few minutes from Amincha.
8 Amincha camp, and school children playing
at 12,000 feet.
9 The clouds covering the cone mean heavy snow
at the mine, 18C, and almost no visibility,
making work almost unbearable.
10 Amincha. A Bolivian woman washes the laundry,
wearing typical hat.
11 The woman's daughter peals potatoes, accompanied
by a lamb.
12 The woman's daughter peals potatoes, accompanied
by a lamb.
13 Washing potatoes. The water comes from a





15 Coca leaves ready to be chewed. Coca chewing
is as common as smoking cigarettes.
16 Bolivian women.
17 A Bolivian child.
18 Bolivian woman (with Bolivian hat) and Chilean
woman .
19 A Chilean girl.
20. A Chilean family dries meat on the laundry
line, next to the clothes. (See extra slides).
21 A Chilean worker and his family.
22 A Chilean worker and his family. (See extra
slides) .
23 A Chilean worker.
24 Retired mine superviser, Mr. Themisclotes
Troncoso .
25 Mr. Troncoso and his family.
26 A Chilean-Bolivian boy.
27 A Chilean girl.
28 Children at play in Amincha.
29 Playing soccer.
3 0 Men playing soccer after a full day of work
at the mine.
31 Soccer game.
32 Dust storm, made of fine sand and tiny stones,
circles the soccer field all day long and covers
the houses with several pounds of sand. If a
person does not leave quickly enough, he will
not be able to breath.
33-34 This Chilean boy, 9, gets up at 6:00 am, and
makes 10 trips a day while attending school
9 to 3.
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3 5-41 Bolivian woman making bread.
42 A Bolivian child.
43 Children, Aucanquilcha in backgound .
44-45 Truck driver prepares to leave from Amincha
Camp at 7:00 pm. , at a temperature of 11F.
The smoking volcano in the background is
Ollague.
46 Good weather at 16,400 feet.
47-48 Tin house at 19,700 ft., where the six
miners live.
49 Ice beneath sulfur in Aucanquilcha mine.
5 0 Lunch break at the mine, good weather, just
32F. Bread and ice tea.
51 Drinking tea.
52 Carrying chunks of sulfur.
53 Carrying chunks of sulfur.
54 Breaking up the material. Tractors
made-to-
order for this work.
55 Loading the truck.
56 The dangerous trip downhill, loaded with
12 tons.
57 Bad weather at the mine. Workers clear snow
from path where truck will pass.
58-60 Clearing snow.
61-62 The trucks slide at 17,000 ft., and workers
must walk up. The mine is between the two
cones of Aucanquilcha.
63 Miners leave truck to walk, from 17,000 ft.
up to 20,000 ft.
64-65 Long way up to walk. (No bus, no car, nothing.)
66 Tin hut barely visible through snow and fog.
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Slides
67 These men live at 19,700 ft., the highest
inhabited place in the world. Photographer
in red cap.
68 Inside the tin house.
69-7 0 The Aucanquilcha mine. Man at work, ice in
the foreground.
71 Stopping for a drink of hot tea, prepared
with melted snow.
7 2 Melting snow for tea.
73 After a full day's work at the mine, the men
walk down on foot (17,000 ft.).
74-76 Back in Amincha.
77 A deaf-mute Bolivian worker. He has no family
or relatives. Lips brown from coca-chewing.
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INTRODUCTION
By the Editor of Revista del Domingo
It turned out to be an original unpublished editorial
enterprise. The reporter had to train himself, during
several weeks climbing up and down mountains around
Santiago, to be able to set forth on the adventure. And all
that was absolutely necessary to reach the 19,80 0 ft. of
altitude without being defeated by the mountain sickness
"puna"
(as had happened to him in his first attempt) . Not
even the Andean condor can reach so high.
It was a pretty busy month for Armando Araneda, a
contributor to Revista del Domingo (Sunday's Magazine)* and
a student of the Rochester Institute of Technology, Graduate
School in the United States of America. When we asked him
to do this assignment he undertook the task with professional
passion. To him it was incredible that the National
Geographic Atlas of the World printed that in our country,
Chile, men lived and worked in the world's highest place,
and we in Chile ignored it .
The fruit of that enthusiasm and that effort is shown
here in the following article that Armando Araneda wrote
with the editorial assistance of Luz Maria Astorga.
This is his report.
* A Sunday's Supplement of "El Mercurio", the largest
newspaper of Chile, and one of the oldest in Latin
America.
THE WORLD'S HIGHEST INHABITED PLACE:
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NOT EVEN THE CONDOR CAN REACH, TO LEARN ABOUT A
GROUP OF MEN THAT WORK AT 19,8 00 FT. OF ALTITUDE.
THE AUTHOR OF THIS REPORT WAS DEFEATED IN HIS
FIRST ATTEMPT TO REACH THIS LOCATION. HERE HE
NARRATES BOTH EXPERIENCES.
There are occasions when the eyes serve only as a
decoration. Open or closed we only see a white wall in front
of us. This happens when at the top of the mountain, heavy
snow covers the ground and the "white
blizzard"
(wind plus
snow) is flapping at you like a frozen phantom.
Temperature swings from 17F down to -30F, depending
upon whether it is day or night. However, the air always
maintains a basic characteristic: oxygen deficiency; and
atmospheric pressure which never gets over 40 0mm, half the
normal human requirement.
It wasn't easy for me to climb Aucanquilcha, of course.
"Devil
Mountain"
(Aucan=Mountain, Quilcha=Devil) , a sulfur
mine 19,685 ft. up the Andes, is located East of
Chuquicamata and 2-1/2 miles from the Bolivian border.
Up here dwell six men. They are oblivious to the fact that
they live at an altitude higher than any human in the whole
planet.
To climb where they are it is necessary to push through
the terrible experiences of overcoming mountain sickness:
a pounding headache, dizziness, and nausea, and to be capable
of sustaining a speeded up
heart beat of over 13 0 times a
minute.
According to mountain climbers in places like this, it
is possible to survive only with two additional liters of
blood and a pair of huge barrel-like lungs that can expand
to absorb the most oxygen through breathing.
When I tried to climb Aucanquilcha the first time, the
threat about the mountain sickness
"puna"
didn't bother me
at all. "I'm in excellent physical condition", I thought.
But it didn't help. Four days later, convalescent, I had to
return 1,000 miles back to Santiago. Fresh in my mind was
the pounding headache, nauseousness and the vomiting. In my
bag were the many rolls of film, under-exposed, blurred or
completely blank, never exposed.
I had spent two nights over 12,000 ft., unable to sleep,
walking up and down and going to the bathroom. The miners
gave me a drink of hot water and "puna flower". The magic
cure, they said. It didn't work. Then came garlic and onion,
It didn't help either. Nothing helped, my head was like a
carrousel. Finally I fainted.
Later in Santiago, for many weeks, obsessed by my
failure, I planned a more reliable system. First, climb the
low mountains around Santiago, followed by a couple of days
in Calama (6,000 ft. 1., then climb "Big Stone
Mountain"
(9,000 ft.) and next the
"Inca"
(10,5001. Only after
that could I face "Devil
Mountain."
I'm now travelling third class in the "International
Rail Road Antofagasta-La
Paz"
that will leave me in Ollaque.
It's the last station before the border. It is ray second
attempt to climb Aucanquilcha. Around me most passengers
are Bolivians, but I call them
"foreigners"
not to offend
them. A group of fat women, dressed in red and yellow and
with green hats, talk lively in Quechua , a Bolivian dialect.
Suddenly one of them uncovers a huge pot of hot meal "3 9
pesos a
portion"
( one dollar ) . The word goes around and
portions go around too. Every one eats fast. The inspector
will come any moment I When he appears the pot is disguised
by a blanket thrown over it. Everyone keeps eating anyway.
"This is the highest bridge in Chile", a friendly
"Foreigner"
said to me.

















Everything gets cleared and the ladies stop speaking
Quechua and switch to Spanish to comfort me. They offer me




The unusual, very informal
question sounds, however, friendly.
"No, I'm a Chilean.
"
u^ ''Ho.!... since you are carrying a
backpack..."
"I'm a photographer. I'm going to Aucanquilcha to make
a report.
"
"Agrrr, it is so ugly. Your country is ugly, brown
all over, nothing else, only desert. Everything is the same
here. That's why we prefer Bolivia, there we have green
areas.
"
"Do you know some other places in
Chile?"
"Sure, Calama, San Pedro de
Atacama."
(They knew just
the desert areas of Chile, nothing elsel.
In my lonely trip I think of Camp Amincha, the place
where Chilean and Bolivian miners live at 12,600 feet. From
here they go up 7,00 0 feet more to the mine to gather the
sulfur at "Cerro del Diablo", where the six solitary men
live.
The truck from the mine is waiting for me at Ollaque.
In just 15 minutes we will be in Amincha. We go through
still, huge, forsaken, salt lakes. A variety of brown
tonalities on the surrounding bare mountains.
Shimmering by might, Amincha stands alone. Several
little adobe houses, lined up in orderly rows, house 300
people, 50 Chileans and 70 Bolivians
-
workers with their
families. They have no water in the houses. People must
wash outside and use collective outdoor bathrooms. There
is no police station*, no restaurant, no clinics.
* (There is one in Ollaque, 6 miles away).
The miner's wife makes her own bread. Food comes once a week
from Antofagasta. They have nonetheless a little school.
The teacher, in addition to instructing 7 0 kids, must come
sometimes to help a woman who is giving birth and has
problems. But most women get through fine on their own.
A friendly welcome, at the "Rancho", the Company host
housing. But since the Company owner has decreed it a "dry
zone", nobody attempts to offer me their "whiskey-sour",
"el
cuadrado"
(the square) . It is 98 percent alcohol, plus
a few coca leaves. Officially nobody drinks, but I see two
miners zig-zagging down the street.
Keeping up with my "acclimatizing
plan"
I spend a couple
of days in Amincha walking up and down. It looks like a town
of the past. Children very often spend their free time
getting wood to prepare meals and to warm up. Chileans and
Bolivians have a dark skin, white teeth, and deep furrows
around the eyes and the mouth. The white-brown tone of lips
reveals their collective habit to chew coca leaves. They
seem older. Only by speaking with them is it possible to
guess at their ages.
"A few years ago 34 Chileans signed up to work in the
mine"
- recalls Hector Moraleda
- "I'm the only one that
stayed. The others didn't even last 15 days, they couldn't
take it, the altitude defeated them".
It is a hard life. Heavy work, inhospitable atmospheric
conditions. In Amincha they go through two winters, eight
10
months in total. December through March - the Bolivian
winter
-
and from May to July, ours. "But no matter what,
the worst enemy is altitude", says Alberto Larenas, manager
of the Mining Company.
"Many Bolivians come here looking for jobs, begging for
the opportunity to work. They come through the desert on
foot, sometimes carrying a bicycle on their side with their
meager possessions, without documents. We get their papers
in order and accept them. However, the Chileans that come
say that they don't even have money to get back home. After
a couple of days they can't take it any more. They are not
made to work in the heights, as the Bolivians".
Ten years ago, however, the situation was much harder.
People were housed in a camp 4,900 feet above Amincha. It
was known throughout the world as "Aucanquilcha
Camp"
(17,500 feet) .
"I began working there in 1963", remembers Martina
Quispe, 65. "At that time the
'quilcha'
was even worse.
The snow was six-and-a-half feet deep in the camp. We had
brought chickens, to have eggs, but as soon as they touched
ground they began spinning like a whirling top and dropped
dead. The Chileans tried to adapt, and held out longer than
the
'chicks*
... suffering headaches, nausea and vomiting.
When blood began to pop out through ears
and nose, they were
whisked down the mountain".
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THE GUNG
This is a special, picturesque, hardworking, clever
group. Temistocles Troncoso, years ago, was the head of the
mine. Today, partially blind, he waits for retirement. He
gets the equivalent of $385 a month, but spends 300 United
States dollars in food and education. His modest house is
full of kids.
"Are all these children
yours?"
"Sure, there are others outside ... and some more that
are dead".
"How many are there all
together?"
"Let me see ... Segundo, Ignacio, Custodio, Luis,
Humberto ... Ema, Nelly, Zulema, Dina, the little baby
'chicks', Trinidad del Rosario and Yamilet. Ho!, I have
forgotten Alfonso and Rodolfo. Five are in Calama (a nearby
town). The dead ones are another group".
"Do you plan on
more?"
"No, I don't think so. My wife is using pills".
They are also smart. Well, to live here you must be,
or you don't have a chance.
Some time ago, Lucio Quispe, Supervisor of the mine,
ran out of gas while driving his truck. He was 20 miles
from Ollaque, right in the desert. Now he remembers:
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"I was beginning to despair when I recalled that my
cargo was kerosene! I got three gallons and made it just
right. You know, it got 1-1/2 miles an hour ... it had no
power !
"
THE ROUGHEST JOB ON EARTH
Already acclimatized to Amincha I decided to climb
"Cerro del Diablo". Nine hundred feet in two hours, and
everything is fine. I try six hundred feet more, but nausea
begins.
I made a new attempt the next day.
"Quilcha"
has been
hit by a storm and is rapidly buried by the snow. The "white
blizzard"
hit my face hard. My breathing and heart beat is
all I can hear. It kept snowing. My feet are two blown up
blisters. Night sets in, and suddenly I found myself twelve
miles from camp. I can't see anything, not a light in the
distance, the road, or even my hands. Truly, to walk with my
eyes open or closed is the same. Only a white wall stands
in front of me .
Although a day was not enough to get my feet well and
capable of walking without suffering,
time was running out.
I had to reach the top today, no matter what.
A truck departs at 7 a.m. from Amincha with 60 tightly
packed miners in the back (where the cargo should go) . We
are carried up to the mine.
I mix with them. No one talks.
White blizzard, fog, and the wind -chill factor drops the
temperature to -4F . We keep our faces down, trying to
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protect them from the wind and driving snow. At 16,4 00 feet
the truck comes to a halt. We still have 6,600 feet of
curves to climb to get to the mine. We must try on foot.
Once again the Bolivian winter does what it pleases.
The workers climb one step at a time. Slowly, 1,000 feet
and stop
-
they can't make it. Retreat! No way
-
up today!
It is the fourth time in a month that the weather has closed
down the mine .
NIGHTMARE
Next day, with heavy fog, I make my last attempt to
reach the top. Even so I had to return the very same day to
Santiago. The same truck, same man, slightly less chilled.
Half the way, at the first turn, the truck skids. Get down
everyone! The truck keeps going back and stops right at the
edge, suspended over 2,3 00 feet of emptiness. The road is
truly slippery, and you can hardly see. The men start
climbing up again. I keep behind. Shortly I lose sight of
them. I don't know where we are, perhaps 3,000 feet from the
top. I can't see.
Exhausted, and barely walking, I keep going. Now I am
knee deep in the snow, at 18,000 feet. I take four steps
at a time, and stop to rest. My pulse is over 136 beats a
minute 1 ... I am exhausted !
I make 100 feet more. A queer drowsiness takes hold of
me. I feel cozy and nicely
warm and suddenly comforted.
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For a while I feel an overwhelming desire to sit down and
relax. I eat a sandwich, hot soup and an apple. I feel
drowsy again, and sit in the snow ready to fall asleep.
Suddenly I remember that this is exactly when mountain
climbers fall asleep and freeze to
death.'
I keep going.
The very edge of the road is the only way, but room for one
foot only! The danger of falling down to the bottom
terrifies me. But it is the only way out. Keep holding on
for 1-1/2 hours. Suddenly, a strange hard pounding noise
breaks the silence. The Ferry Cable of the mine! I can't
see it, but I know I have made it! A few more steps ....
somebody shouts from inside a tin hut on top of "quilcha",
"Come
in!"
... I don't answer, I can't talk, my tongue does
not obey. Words come out confused. I am drunk. A voice
with a Bolivian accent invites me to sit down on a bed with
two light blankets and no sheets. "Don't worry, it is lack
of oxygen ... you'll feel better". They comfort me.
I rested on one of the three beds where six men were crowded
together .
WHITE INFERNO
In this tin box live the men that are closer to the sky
than any one else in the
whole world. They are in charge of
sending sulfur down
through the Ferry Cable, even when snow
stops work at the mine. All six of them work from 7 a.m. to
7 p.m. Sometimes, when
"caliche"
(saltpetre! is short down
15
in Amincha they must keep working until midnight, despite
weather conditions. They get $2.50 (United States dollars)
a day, 2 per bucket, and some pay also for overtime work.
It takes two hours before I'm able to talk. Chilly
winds blow through every crack in the room. They don't feel
it. They only complain of cold hands and feet.
Warming up with a kerosene stove, they keep a coffee
pot permanently over it. "There are potatoes for lunch",
says one of the men. "It takes about four hours to cook




It is one of the many consequences of low pressure and
high altitude. Many times they start cooking their lunch the
night before. Even so, they eat late. Any explanation?
Yes, the boiling point is reached when the liquid in the pot
equals atmospheric pressure. If air pressure is normal
(700 mm) this balance is achieved at 212F degree of
temperature. If atmospheric pressure is less (In this place
it does not even get to 4 00 mm) liquids boil at less temper
ature, thus cooking is very slow.
I feel better, but I can't move fast or talk clearly
or breathe easily. Simon Morales, 43, cheers me up.
"I used to live at 13,000 feet, but when I began to work
here I felt very dizzy and almost fainted at the least effort,
I couldn't breathe. It is hard to live here ... not to say
anything about working! When
the mine is snow covered, and
16
the cold is -22F below, it is an
inferno!"
"Do you live here all year
around?"
"Yes, we do. But weekends, or at least on Sundays, we
drop down to Amincha".
"How do you get down?"




"How do you get food, water and
fuel?"
"Every week a truck brings us all that we need. We are
never out of tea, bread, rice or spaghetti. Even some times
we have powdered
milk!"
"Did you know that you are living higher than anybody
else in the
world?"
"Hey, are you kidding? Now I know why nobody ever gets
here".
We walked to the mine in slow motion. Just a few steps
away, but I am exhausted. My body feels very heavy. I can
hardly make sense. I can't think clearly. The miners,
instead, move and bend down easily, lifting heavy rocks
weighing up to 70 pounds
each. I am astounded and say it
aloud.
"It must be because here you sleep great", jokes some
one. Not the least sound in the night!
A BIT OF HISTORY
Aucanquilcha from 1913
The world's highest mine, Compania Azufrera Aucanquilcha,
formed by brothers Raul, Hipolito and Vicencio Carrasco, was
found by accident in 1913 - a year of good luck - by one of
them while traveling by mule through Ollague, At 19,800 ft.
of altitude, on top of the extinguished volcano Aucanquilcha,
tons of yellow-green dust were an irresistible temptation.
They began selling rough sulfur
-
caliche (saltpetre) -
to several large industries, producers of niter. They first
used llamas, then mules and finally cars, Ford A and
Chevrolet, four cylinders. To bring the material down was
a difficult thing to do. In 1920 they built the first
andarivel (the Ferry Cable of the mine) and five years later
began refining sulfur. Today, the owner of the mine, the
engineer Raul Carrasco, remembers:
"At that time the administration offices were in
Ollague, and the miners used to live at 17,200 ft. (Angulo
Station) . The problem was that with the old trucks we needed
about five hours to reach the top. Therefore, miners had to
live as close to the mine as possible. Afterwards we ordered
trucks made especially for these roads. They were assembled
17
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in the U.S.A. according to information given by a computer,
with parts of several different kinds.
Thanks to these monsters "trepa-c
aminos"
(road-climbers)
we were able to move the camp from Estacion Angulo (where the
miners live) down 1,000 meters to Amincha. There the mine
lends them a modest house, or a room if the family is small,
with free water and electricity.
"
DOWN HILL
A 10 million dollar investment brings today about 15,000
tons of refined sulfur, and 50,000 of
"caliche"
(unrefined
sulfur). There are 120 men at work. ("Sometimes it is up
to 150 men, depending on their acclimatization to altitude") .
"However, business is not good", says the owners.
"In the last ten years, things have gone down hill. The
95% of total sulfur needed in the country is imported so we
are unable to expand or compete with that. Our production
costs are too high, and we cannot compete in the inter
national
market."
That is why they are working in the most economic
possible way.
"At the mine the truck driver not only drives, but each
man from the top to the bottom does several different
jobs."
To economize, miners are contracted with a base salary
of 90 to 100 dollars a month. The rest is bonuses given to
stimulate production. The bonus does not pay taxes, of
course.
19
"It is the best system", argues Carrasco. "Every year,
due to bad weather the mine closes down for at least three
months. If we cannot produce, how can we pay
them!"
The miners only pastime recreation is "las
pichangas"
(free-for-all soccer games) , if the weather is all right.
("Sometimes dust and sand blows like a tornado for a full day,
You can hardly see your own hands.") Years ago they used to
bring commercial movies. "But now you can't find them,
except for those of 16mm that are really
bad."
They even
tried to set up a TV antenna, but it was too expensive.
"Anyway
-
says Raul Carrasco - people are happy. I
think they enjoy living as they do, isolated from everything.
We have never had a
strike."
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I intend to produce a first-hand photographic and
written report on the people of Aucanquilcha; their dwelling
place at Camp Amincha, 12,6 00 feet high in the mountains
of Chile; and, at 19,800 feet, the sulfur mine in which they
work. Some 90 families live and work in this place, a
barren, dormant volcano. My report, journalistic in approach,
will attempt to follow the style of a typical National
Geographic article.
BACKGROUND
Several main factors led me to choose this topic as my
thesis proposal.
First, my passion for adventure, mountaineering and
the outdoors.
Second, as a Bachellor of Arts
in Sociology, I have a
strong feeling for people, particularly
those living in harsh
conditions.
Third, the encouragement
I received from Bruce Dale, a
National Geographic staff
photographer who was my instructor
in a summer workshop, "Photography for the National
Geographic Magazine".
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Fourth, the inspiration I received from the works of
Eugene Smith and Henri Cartier-Bresson.
Fifth, the surprising fact that Aucanquilcha, listed in
the "National Geographic Atlas of the
World"
as the world's
highest inhabited place, is found in Chile
- but this fact
is virtually unknown in this country.
I first visited Aucanquilcha when I returned to Chile
following my graduate studies at R.I.T. As I researched this
project, it became evident that nothing had been published
about the
miners'
extremely difficult working and living
conditions. Therefore, I intend to illustrate through my
thesis work how these people live, work and play in their
inhospitable physical environment.
In order to take the full measure of the effort these
people must make every day to live their lives, I will
counterpoint my own experience as a
typical city dweller.
PROCEDURE
The work, already in progress,
is being shot in 3 5mm
color slides. If the thesis board finds the material
acceptable, a selection
can be transferred to color prints
and an exhibit arranged at
the MFA Gallery, in consultation
with my board.
I have researched the works
of several photographers,
among them: Dorothea Lange,
Alfred Einsenstaedt , Gordon
Parks, Eugene Smith and Henri
Cartier-Bresson. I found I had
26
the most affinity with Eugene Smith and Cartier-Bresson.
Smith most impressed me for his highly personal involvement
with his subject, particularly
"Minamata"
(Japan, 1971-75)
and his earlier photographic essays for LIFE Magazine, such
as "Country
Doctor"
(September, 1948) and "Spanish
Village"
(April, 1951). I was also influenced by
Cartier-Bresson'
s
emotional and human approach to photographing people and
events.
To bring myself up-to-date, I have chosen three
photographers from National Geographic Magazine:
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HaLay mementos en que los qjos solo sir-
i de adorno. Abiertos o cerrados, solo se
una muralla blanca tocando nuestra na-
Esto ocurre cuando en la cumbre la nie-
^ubre la tierra y el viento bianco (viento
1 nieve) se.pa.sea como una nube de
fan-
nas refrigerados.
La temperatura oscila entre 8 y 35
gra-
bajo cero. segun sea noche o dta. En-
lbio el aire mantiene siempre una carac-
stica: la pobreza de oxigeno. y la presion
mosfenca no alcanza a los 400 milime-
Por eso no me fue facil Begar hasta ka
la de Aucanquilcha. "cerro del diablo'\
ductora de azufre (por supue>lo). Se en-
ntra a 6 mil metros de altura al interior
Thuquicamata. y a cualro kildmetros
so-
ente de la fronlera con Bolivia. En cl ha
il algunos hombres. Ellos ignoran por
ipleto que son los representaMes de la
xie humana que viven a mayor altura en
3 el planeta.
Se irala de solo seis hombres, todos va-
. que para dormir disponen de tres ca-
Para llegar a ellos es necesario vivir la
ible expenencia de senlirse por momen-
un guiftapo y soportar el galope dd co
in, que Mega a latir 130 veces por
minu-
Segun andinislas. en lugares como cste
se sobrevive con dos litros adictonales
Hlgre y un par de pu I
mooes grandes, di-
tos para absorber el maximo de
oxige-
or respirada.
Cuando interne subir a Aucanquilcha










recorrer los cast 1500
kilometre* de
a a Santiago. Tenia
fresco el recuerdo







AUCANQUILCHA APARECE. La Estacidn Ollague. a cuatro
hldmetros de lafrontera y a nueve de Amincha, es la ultima
parada chilena del tren Antofagasta-La Paz. Ah, los
bolivianos cambian moneda. Alfondo, elAucanquilcha.




Si no he tornado ninguna...
Se aclara el malentendido y mis
com-
paneras de viaje deciden tranquilizarme.
Abandonan el quechua. terreno en el que
no puedo entrar. para ofrecerme un sand
wich de pescado con espinas incluidas.
^Eres turista? el tuteo suerra cor
dial.
No, soy chileno.
jAh!..., es que como vas con mochi-
la...
Soy fotografo. Voy a hacer un re-
portaje al Aucanquilcha.
Ufff. si es re feo. Tu pais es feo. puro
cafe no mas. Puro desierto. Por eso nosotras
preferimos Bolivia. Ahi hay verde.
iConocen otros lugares de Chi
le?
Si. claro. Calama, San Pedro de Ala
bama... Toito es igual aqui.
CAMINO A AMINCHA
Sigo mi viaje silencioso. pensando en
Amincha. el lugar en que viven los chilenos
y bolivianos que le arrebalan el azufre al
"cerro del diablo". De ahi suben diariamen-
le 2 mil metros mas. hasta la mina donde vi
ven esos 6 hombres solitarios.
De la estacion de Ollague a Amincha
hay nueve kil6metros.
Quince minutos tardo en llegar. La ca-
mionela de la empresa azufrera avanza por
un sendero de ripio rodeado de salares. El
paisaje reune todos los lonos imaginables
del cafe. Aqui viven 70 trabajadores bolivia
nos y unos 50 chilenos con sus familias. En
total, unos 300 habitantes.
Amincha me recibe de noche. Vislum-
bro una serie de casitas de adobe, viejas, or-
denadas en hileras. Adentro no hay agua. Se
lava en el patio, se usan servicios higienicos
coleclivos ubicados fuera de las viviendas.
No hay reten de carabineros, pensiones ni
policlinicos. La mujer del minero hace su
propio pan. Y la comida llega desde Anto-
fagasta. Tienen, eso si, una escuelita. El pro-
fesor, ademas de ensenar a 70 ninos, debe
acudir ocasionalmente al llamado desespe-
rado de las mujeres cuando tienen proble
ms para dar a luz. Pero la mayoria se
niende sola.
Alojo en la casa de huespedes "El Ran-
:ho", de la empresa. Muy cordial es la bien-
k'enida, pero como el
dueno de la mina ha
tecretado zona seca nadie se atreve a
ofre-
*rme el pisco-sour del
lugar.que llaman "el
;uadrado*\ Es alcohol de
98 grados con ho-
as de coca. _
Oficialmente nadie toma. Pero. por la
allevandosmineroszigzagueantes. .
Respetando mi plan de aclimataci6n.
dedico un par de dias a recorrer Amincha.
Parece un pueblo de viejos. Los ninos, mu-
chas veces. deben ocupar sus ratos libres en
recoger lena para cocinar y calentarse. Chi
lenos y bolivianos tienen la piel oscura.
dientes blancos, profundos surcos alrededor
de ojos y boca. El color bianco-cafe de los
labios delaia la afici6n colectiva de mascar
hojas de coca. Se ven mayores. Solo hablan-
do con ellos es posible adivinar sus edades.
Hace unos anos se inscribieron 34
chilenos para trabajar en la mina cuen-
ta Hector Moraleda . Fui el um'co que
quedo. Los otros no duraron ni quince
dias. No pudieron acostumbrarse.
Es una vida dura. Trabajo pesado y
cli-
ma inh6spito. En Amincha se viven dos in-
viernos. Ocho meses en total, de dicicmhre
a marzo, el boliviano. De mayo a julio, el
nacional. Pero sin duda el peor enemigo es
la altura. Me cuenta Alberto Larenas, ge-
rente.de la empresa minera:
Muchos bolivianos llegan aqui bus-
cando trabajo, rogando una oportunidad.
Atraviesan el desierto a pie o con una bici-
cleta en las manos, pero no traen
dacu-
mentacidn. Les conseguimos los papeles y
los aceptamos. En cambio, los chilenos
que dicen no tener plata ni para regresar,
despues de un par de dias no quieren sa
ber nada con la mina. No estan hechos pa
ra la altura como los bolivianos.
Hace diez anos. sin embargo, la situa-
ci6n era mas dificil. El campamento minero
estaba ubicado mil 200 metros mas arriba,
en lo que hoy se llama Estacion Angulo. Era
conocido mundialmente como "Campa
mento Aucanquilcha".
Yo empece a trabajar en 1943 re-
cuerdaMartina Quispe,65 aflos. En ese
tiempo el
"quilcha"
estaba mas malo. La
nieve subia hasta dos metros en el campa
mento. Llevdbamos gallinas para tener
huevos, pero en cuanto pisaban suelo
em-
pezaban a dar vueltas como trompos >
caian muertas. Los chilenos trataban de
acostumbrarse y se aguantaban no
mas.
Dolores de cabeza, vdmitos... Cuando
em-
pezaba a salirseles la sangre por los oidos
y la nariz, bajaban
derrotados. Claro que




SU porque ya le han sacado el azu
fre. Dicen que es un volcdn que no tiene
respiradero... A veces sale alguna vena y
se revienta.
LA PATOTA
Es un grupo especial. Pintorescos, sacn-
ficados. astutos. Temistocles Troncoso fue.
hace anos, jefe de la mina. Hoy, enfermo de
la vista, espera su jubilaci6n. Gana alrede












doce mil en comida \ education Su
modes-
la casa esta llena de ninos.
^Todos estos ninos son suyos?
Si. hay otros en la calle... Y otros que
eslan muertos
cCuanlos son en total?
A ver... Segundo, Ignacio. Custodio.
H Luis Humberto.., despues sigue Ij Eima. la
Nelly, la Zulema. la Dina. Despues. las dos
cabras chicas... La Trinidad del Rosario y ia
Yamilei ;Se me habia olvidado Alfonso y
Rodolfo! Los muertos son otra patota. Cm-
co esta en Calama
^Piensa tener mds?
No creo; ahora la senora toma pasti-
llas.
Tambien son ingeniostis. Es que vi-
viendo aqui parece no existir otra posibili-
dad. Hace poco, Lucio Quispe, supervisor
de la mina quedo botado a 35 kilometros de
Otlagiie porque a su camion se le term ino la
bencina. Hoy recuerda
Me estaba desesperando cuando
me acorde que mi carga era... jparafina!
Le eche 15 htros y llego justito. Claro que
andaba a dos kilometros por hora... jNo
tenia fuerza!
RIGOR SOBRE RUEDAS
Acostumbrado al aire de Amincha de-
cido subir el "cerro del diablo". Trescientos
metros sin problemas. Inlento 200 mas, pe
ro vuelven las nauseas.
Insisto al otro dia. El quilcha esta cu-
bierto de nieve y sopla viento bianco. Ja-
deante, despues de tres horas y media de
ca-
minata. alcanzo los 5 mil 200 metros. Mi
respiracidn. el latido de mi corazon rebo-
tando en las sienes son los unicos ruidos
que escucho. Sigue nevando v. de pronto.
descubroque estoy a 18 kilometros del cam
pamento, que anochece. y que mis pies son
solo un par de gigantescas y robustas
ampo-
llas. No se ve nada. Ni una luz a la distan-
cia. Ni una huella del cumino. De verdad,
caminar con ojos abiertos o cerrados da
igual.
A pesar que un dia no hasta para sanar
mis pies (jy vorver a pisar sin siifrimiento!)
me preparo para suhir hasta la cumbre de
este solitario volcan apagado. Un camion
de la mina parte a las 7 de la manana desde
Amincha con 60 mineros apretujados en la
carroceria para carga. Los lleva hasta la
PEQUENOMUNDO: Casi lamitadde los habitantes






A DIF1CULTADES: Todos los dias, a las 7 de la manana. sesenta
hombres se apretujan en el camion que los lleva hasta la mina. La
temperaiura. siempre bajo cero, los obliga a encogersepara capear el
fiio con el cuerpo del companero. Cuando hay mucha nieve deben
terminar el viaje a pie.







nde ellos se dedtcan j desenle
s bolones de azufre. Me melo
hahla. De subida el viento da
cara (mi lermometro denuncia
ados bajo cero) y cada hombre
iheza. intenundo capeur el hielo
>o de su companero.
lidad. el camion solo interna lle-
bajadores hasta la mina. Porque
an mil metros para llegar a la
s kilometros de curvas y curvas)
us bajar y tratar de seguir a pie.
;z el invierno boliviano hace de
_os
mineros suben lentamente.
mas despacio. Avanzan unos 300
; devuelven! Hoy no se puede
te es el cuarlo dia en Ires meses
mina se paraliza por orden del
lEfilO TRAICIONERO
siguiente. con espesa neblina en
e. intento de nuevo llegar hasta
El mismo camion, los mismos
poco menos de frio. A mitad de
la primera curva, patinamos..'.
;rra! El suelo esta resbaladizo y
nas de tres metros de distancia.
s suben. Sigo detras. Luego los
ista. Debemos subir aim mil me-
andes esfuerzos sigo mi camino.
e Mega hasta las rodillas. Es im-
linar sin descansar cada cinco
[rolo mi corazon: late 136 veces
... En tres cuartos de hora (jex-
insigo avanzar 200 metros. Me
sueno exlrano. un calorcito re-
que me invita a sentarme. Al
ntre suenos. recuerdo que es asi
ios andinislas se hielan y
mue-
jbiendo. El horde del camino es
irte sin riieve. pero... jcabe solo
posibilidad de resbalar y caer
ente de unos 700 metros me ate-
:s la iinica salida.
>nto. el silencio se rompe con un
persistente... j El andarivel de la
o veo, pero su ruido me dice que
cumbre.Avanzounos pasos mas.
ices...
;e no md... me gritan desde
sigue a la vuelta DDD
El mapa muestra la
i seguida por Armando
Dentro del circulo, la mina
RENOVANt>0 FUERZAS: Maslicando pan frio en el descanso.
WiMi*msWfaii&wTv
QUILCHA
bolivianos con chilenos. Y tambiin
? se confunden las edades porque el
? sol y el frio avejentan los rostros.
FUTBOLA4.000I4.:Es la entretcncujn
de los mineros. pero a menudo sus




Kat ittna mis alta del mundo, propie-
dad de> h Compania Azufrera Aucanquil
cha, qqefonnurm los hermanos Raul, Hi-
p6Uto y Vicencio Carrasco. fue descubierta
por casuahdad et aAo V3 aflo de suerte
cuando uno de ellos recorria en mula los al -
rededores de OUagOe. A seis.mil metros de
altura, en la cima del volcan apagado Au
canquilcha, toneladas de tierra amarilla
ver-
dosa fueron una irresistible tentacidn.
Empezaron entregando caliche (azufre
no refinado) a las salitreras. Se trabajaba
con llamas, mulas y .luego. Fold A y Che
vrolet de 4UHIP* dhndros. TransportaT d ma
terial era difIciL El afio 20 construyen el pri
mer andarivel y cinco anos mas tarde
co-
mienzan a refinar. El actual dueno de la mi
na. ingeniero Raid Carrasco, recuerda:
En eta epoca las oflcinas estaban
elf Ollague y los minero* virion en un
campamento ubicado a cinco mil 200 me
tro* de altura. Es que. con (os camiones
antiguos se necemtaban por lo menos cin
co horns para flegar a la cumhre. EUos te
titan que vivir lo mas cerca posible. Des
pues, mandamos a Racer unos camiones
especiales para estos cammos. Se arma-
ran en Estados Unidos, segiin las indica-
ctones que entrego una compu tadom. Tie
nen piezas de muchas marcas.
Gracias a estos "monstruos trepa-ca-
minos". todos los mineros pudieron trasla-
darse mil metros mas abajo, a Amincha.
Ahi la mina les presta una modesta casita, o





una inversion etc 10 millones de
dolares, boy la mina produce al aflo IS mil
hsdeiazufre refinadoy SO mil de <
Trabajan 126 hombres ("a veces son
ISO, todb depende de cudntos se acostum-
brwn a la altura~), peso segun su dueno, el
jtegpdo estamalo:
En los ulttmos diez anos la cosa ha
ido para abajo. EI 95 por ciento del azufre
que necesita el pals se importa y no pode
Bios pensar en crecer y compettr con los
mervados intemacionales. porque nues-
tros costos se elevarian mucho.
f-'J~,f:?hK eso eslan trabajando en la forma
i pisecoaomica posible. "En lamina el cho
ferno solo maneja un camion. De manda-
md para abajo, cada hombre hace cinco
o dfez traba/os distintos". Por cconomia
tambien. a los mineros se los contrata con
un sueldo bale de 3 mil 500 6 4 mil pesos y
el resto se Us entrega en forma de bonosde
;.;- esiuntuoone, por supuesto, no imoonen.
.'l-:-..
S* (t major surtema argumenta
Clirrayn . Cada aflo, por mal tempo, la
mina se paraliza alrededor de tres me-
'ie*~Si no se produce^como vamos a pa-
'
. Lfl* amerce tienen como unico pasa-
riempo
las'
pichangas de futbol, cuando el
-fictapp.se Ids permite. ("A veces, cuando
*
soptavientoconKerra, es imposibleversu
niropuimemo"). Ames se les traia peUculas,




?AtpnaaBrqaayantena repetidon de tdevi-
jmLSiamjcaia. ': ..
^l-^tT-rftotattaetaa. conchrye Raul Ca-
naseo
-lauBiUeestoconienta.Creo que a
ellos bw gusto vivir act, aislado* dexbda
Jamds hemos hmtao una hudga-S
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tcumhre. donde ellos Kg dedican j desente
"
pesados bolnnes de azufre Me melo
e ellos
Njdie hahla De subida el viento da
le en la cara (mi termdmetro denunaa
ra 20 grados bajo cero) v cada hombre
icha La cahezu. uitentando capear el hielo
el cuerpo de su companero.
En realidad. el camion solo intenta lle-
la var a los Irabajadores hasta la mina. Porque
. v
"
cuando fallan mil metros para llegar a la
in- cumbre (dos kilomeiros de curvas y curvas)
i<xl"s debemos bajar > iraiar de seguir a pie.
Oira vez el invierno boliviano hace de
li- las suyas. Los mineros suben lentamente
Yo. mucho mis despacjo. Avanzari unos 300
vi- metros ;se devuelven! Hov no se puede
|j- trahajar Este es el cuario dia en tres meses
or en el que la mina se paraliza por orden del
de clima.
SUEfiO TRAICiONERO
io Al dia siguiente. con espcsa neblina en
a! ve7 de nieve. intenio de nuevo llegar ha_sla
te la cumbre El mismo camion, los mismos
Jo mineros. un poco menos de frio. A miiad de
camino. en la primera curva. patinamos..'.
jTodos a nerra! El suelo esta reshaladizo v
do se vc a mas de ires metros de dislancia
e- Los mineros suben Sigo deiras Luego los
os pierdo de vista Debemos subir aun mil
me-
e- Uo~>
( on grandes esfuerzos sigo mi camino.
.u. La nieve me Mega hasta las rodillas. Es im-
I- posible caminar sin descansar cada cinco
3h
pasos. Controlo mi corazon: late 136 veces
^j
por minuto ... En ires cuarios de hora (jex-
o_ hausto!) consigo avanzar 200 metros Me
^5
invade un sueho extrano, un calorcito re-
0
confortanie que me invita a seniarme Al
n. rato. casi enire suefios. recuerdo que es asi
>n




n- Sigo subiendo El horde del camino e>
d, la umca pane sin nieve pero... jcabe solo
la un
pie1 La posibilidad de resbalar v caer
por la pencbenle de unos 700 metros me
aie-
ar rra Pero es la unica salida.
y) De pronto, el silencio se rompe con un
Je nndo seco. persisienie... jEl andarivel de la
>n
mina'
No lo veo. pero su ruido me dice que
le estos en la cumbre Avanzo unos pasos mas.
la Escucho voces...
la Pose no mi.. me gntan desde
aigue a la vuetta DDD
*
e CAMINO; El mapa muestra la
trayectona segiudo por Armando




W RENOVANbo FVERZAS; Maracando pan frio en el dtacatao.
ROSTROS DE AMINCHA: En el
> campamemo se confunden
bolivianos con chilenos. Y iambiin
? se confunden las edades porque el
f sol v f/ frio avejentan los rastros
Empaaroo ottRflfldo caliche (azufre
rrfinado) a |h aStrcras. Se trabUba
Mi*, om*fid). EJ aflo 20 coostruyen d pn -
mer ajjdarivd y cinco afios mis tanfc
eo-
ftjr.&iWu*JAeaodcainij-
FUTBOL A 4 .000M Es la entretencson
de los mineros. pero a menudo nu
parados se suspenden por temporales de
nento con remounosdehasta 200metros
de altarq.
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